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Speech of the Right Hon. Lord King, in 
the House of Lords, on Tuesday, July 
2d, on the second reading of Earl Stan- 
hope's Bill, respecting Guineas and 
Bank Notes. 

(Cancludal, from No. 47, page 4S9.J 

Having now, my Lords, as I conceive, 
proved the justice of my conduct, by a 



statement irresistible in a court of equity, 
I shall proceed te the other part of the 
subject, and 1 shall, in the first place, en- 
deavour to show, that in the year 1 797, 
the law respecting legal tender was by de- 
sign left without alteration The Legisla- 
ture, contemplating the inconvenience to 
which individuals were exposed, by the 
Bank restriction, took away the power of 
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arrest : as long as the valiie of gold and 
paper money nras equal, there was no 
temptation to insist oa gold ; but if gold 
was demanded, the debtor had it in his 
power to buy bullion, and take it to be 
coined at the Mint; the law, in the mean 
time, protecting him .from arrest. The 
Legislature, when it sanctioned the Bank 
restriction, in 1797, most assuredly never 
contemplated the depreciation of tKe cur- 
rency, as now eiisting, to so great an ex- 
tent. The association agreement, to re- 
ceive Banknotes, entered into by the 
members of the Privy Council, and the 
great merchants and bankers in London, 
■was perfectly voluntary; it was entered 
into on the presumption, that the currency 
was then, and would continue to remain 
at the full standard of value. At that 
time, it was little expected, that the Bank 
ef England note of one pound, which had 
always been .able to command a certain 
weight of standard bullion, would ever be 
so reduced in value, as to contain 16s. 7d. 
only, instead of 20s., its former intrinsic 
value; a defalcation of fls. 5d. in the 
pound on all fixed income, a privation 
much greater thon the income tax, the 
heaviest burden ever imposed at once on 
any country. That at least is paid for the 
public service : but is it to be endured, 
that a Bank-tax of near double the income- 
tax shall be taken from the income of in- 
dividuals, not for the public service, but 
for the sole gain and benefit of that cor- 
poration ? I am almost templed to say, 
(if the Bank is so accustomed to the vast 
gains it has acquired, by the continuance 
of the restriction, that it wilL not consent 
to forego them,) that the Government 
would make a provident bargain, by pay- 
ing 5 or 60U thousand pounds annually 
to the Bank, stipulating, in return, that 
the Bank should reduce the quantity of 
notes in circulation, until their intrinsic 
value was restored. 

Some step must be taken, to put an end 
to all the i*ianifest injuries, both public 
and private, arising from the deprecia- 
tion of the currency. To consider it in 
one point of view, the public expenditure 
this year of ninety millions is equivalent to 
seventy-four millious only of currency of 
the former standard ; but as the interest 
4ue to the |fublic creditor is a fixed sum, 
the extraordinary expense incurred in this 
single year, in consequence of the stare of 
f he currency, has been little short of 10 
millions sterling. It is now evident, that 
it will be fou iid impossible to avoid aug- 

«£(.rA3T M.\C. NO, XCVIII. 



metuing the pay of the army, of the navy, 
of all the servants of the Government, un. 
less you speedily interpose, and take ef- 
fectual measures to restore the value of the 
currency, 

la Portugal and Sicily, the loss Incurred 
by Government, from the adverse exchange 
in the last year, is not less than 20 per 
cent, on all money remitted to those coun- 
tries ; and it is vain to attempt to concjal 
. the fact, that the expenses of the Govern- 
ment at home, in the supplies for the 
navy, aud for the ordnance, are all equal- 
ly augmented. The only advantages, in- 
deed, which the Government derive from 
the continuance of the Bank restriction, 
are some certain accommodations which it 
receives from the Bank, in discounting Ex- 
chequer-bills, and Government securities, 
and the shameful profit of defraudino' the 
public creditor, by compelling him to re- 
ceive payment in depreciated paper money. 
It has sometimes been argued, that the 
value of gold, by some unusual circum- 
stances, has, of late years, greatly in- 
creased; aud it is contended, that gold, 
which is the common standard aud mea- 
sure of value in all parts of the world, is 
not in this country the best suited for that 
purpose, or at all comparable in certainty 
and steadiness to the standard value of the 
Bank of England note. On examination, 
it will be found, that this alleged dear- 
ness of gold depends entirely on the com- 
modity which you have to give in exchange 
for it. It is perff ctly true, that if you 
have only Bank paper to give in exchange, 
the gold is extremely dear in the exact pro- 
portion, as the paper to be given in exchange 
is become cheap ; but if you have corn or 
labour, which have been considered as the 
most perfect standard of value, it will 
be found, that gold is really much cheaper 
than at any former time, as less labour 
and less corn will now command the same 
weight of gold. The same result will be 
found to take place universally in every 
quarter of the globe. In France, tht mo- 
ney prices of all commodities appear to 
have risen one-fifth since the Revolution. 
In every country, it will be fuuud, that 
the prices ol commoditie.i, of food, aud of 
labour, have risen, or, what is the same 
thing, that gold has in fact fallen in va- 
lue. That the supply of gold imported 
into England is very large, may be seea 
from the evidence of the greatest bulium- 
merchants in ixntdon, who say, you may- 
procure any quantity, provided you wijl 
pay the price, 
M 
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It is further said, that all the gold in 
England is clandestinely exported to 
France, in payment for corn, which we 
inu^t of necessity procure, and which they 
will not consent to give us, except in ex- 
changee for gold. It is perfectly true, not 
only that the exports^" but tiie imijorts of 
gold, are in ijiuch larger quantities than 
at any antecedent period. 

All the bullion, which, in the shape of 
tribute, and in the ordinary course of 
commerce, flqwed constantly from Spain 
and Portugal into France, and through 
prance to the other parts* of the Conti- 
nent, has liow, from the total interrup- 
tion of all intercourse, ceased to be carritd 
in that direction, 

A iiew and more easy channel has bf en 
discovered, by which the produce of the 
gold-mines of South ' America can be dis- 
tributed over the continent of Europe ; 
the mbre open communication and inter- 
course Which has Vately taken place be- 
tween Great Britain and tfie Spanish and 
Portuguese settlements in Soutji America, 
has opened a new ro'ad, through this coun- 
try, for the passage of the precious metals 
from the New World, where they abound, 
to the old Coiitinent, wJiich does not pro- 
duce them.^ T^hat this is the new course of 
commerce is obvious, from the state of our 
Commercial relation and easy access to 
South America ; it must be so in the pfb- 
eent state of the world. Jt follows of 
course, that the gold must be cheaper in 
this coumry, than in other countries to 
Twhich it Is afterwards exported ; it is in 
the nature of things, that it must be dearer 
in prance, by all' the expense of transpoi-t, 
risk, and insurance, which is incurred by 
the export of bullion. 

The proposal of introducing an altera- 
tion of the law of legal tender, which has 
fceen intimated with a view, I suppose, 
<>f feeling the way, before so dangerous 
an innovation of the general rules of law 
and justicfe shall be openly avowed, is the 
inost pernicious and destructive ever ven- 
tured to be made by th'e wildest theorist 
in any civilized country. All the fatal 
consequence's 6f such a measure, once car- 
ried into execution, no nian can possibly 
foresee. But of this we nir.y be well as- 
sured, that it threatens to subvert the 
•whole system of the political economy of 
ihe country ; that it will overturn all fixed 
and certain standard of value, and totally 
destroy the spirit and meaning of all con- 
tracts aud engagements between man and 
it! an. 



&y such an aet, you at once declare 
Bank-notes to be a forced paper currency- 
no longer resting on the basis of voluntary 
circulation ; you vyill proclaim to thq 
world, that your Bank-notes are msi^nati 
to all intents and purposes, differing in 
degree only, and not in kind. Mr. Burke, 
yvhen contrasting the paper -money of 
England, with the assignats in France, 
describes them as powerful on the ex- 
change, because impotent in Westminster 
Hall. Jiow little did that great man 
imagine, when he was describing the hor- 
rible system of the E;-ench assignats, that 
he was also drawing the future picture ui 
his own country. 

A forced paper currency, once establish- 
ed by law, will leaye no means of retreat ; 
it will advance thenceforward with rapid 
strides towards that horrible system of fi- 
nance, which ruined millions in France; 
if once you start on the same course, you 
must inevitably run the same race. Your 
enactments must be either ineffectual, or 
intolerably tyrannical. The symptoms of 
rapid depreciation have already unequi- 
vocally appeiired, and a legislative enact- 
ment, vainly intended to support the va- 
lue of y()ur paper-money, will prove 
here, as infallibly it has proved in all 
other countries, where the same fatal mea- 
sure has been adopted, the inimediate fore- 
riinner of the last crisis of the paper-sys- 
tem. 

Against such a monstrous proceeding, 
we have the aiiihority of Mr. Pitt himself. 
1^''e have also the authority of judges in 
Westminster Hall. In the Court of Com- 
mon Pleas, upon a question, whether 
Bank-notes were made a legal tender by 
the Restriction act, Mr. Justice Heath held 
this language : 

" Whatever inconveniences may arise, 
the courts of law carfnot apply a remedy, 
\ think indeed the Legislature acted wise- 
ly, having the recent example of France 
before their eyes, to avoid making bank 
notes a legal tender ; for in France, we 
know, that legislative provisions of that 
kind, in favour of paper currency, only 
tended to depreciate the paper it was de- 
signed to protect, and were ultimately 
repealed, as injurious in thei natuie."* 

We have indeed the experience and 
example of France, as a warning to avoid 
the same calamities ; in suppoit of the ai- 



• Bosanquet and Puller's Reports, vol. 
ii., p. S2G. Case of Crt^ky, v. Oaks, 
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signats, there was legislative interference, 
and penalties arid terror ever ready at torn* 
tnand, exercised with unrelenting severity, 
and unceasing vigilance. But I ask, did 
ever that system of terror stop the depre- 
ciation, or uphold the finances of France ? 
Has the forced paper currency of Austria 
(the most reient instance) preserved (he 
finances of that empire ? On the contrary, 
their destruction is also nearly completed. 

It may be instructive to us to know, 
what has been done in otlier countries, 
to modify and correct the disturbance of 
ill contracts, occasioned ty the progressive 
depreciation of their respective curren- 
cies, tn France, and in Austria, it has 
been found necessary to establish a rule 
for the equitable performance of coiitraets. 
When the freiizy of the Revolution had 
subsided, the French government, after 
the destruction of their assignats and man- 
dats, and the consequent re-appearance of 
ntetallte money, ascertained the value of 
the JLouis-d'of, as cothpared with assignats 
at difFereiit periods. When the Louis oi 
i24 livres purchased 600 livres in assignats^ 
it is clear, that an engagement made in 
ftssignats at that rate wa.s 25 times the va- 
lue in good money. When the Louis was 
worth 1200 livres, a contract ihadein as- 
tignats was 50 times the value of the rae^ 
tallic mciney. And in this simple manner, 
aCcordiiig to any given market-price of 
the Loiiis At a given time, contracts were 
reduced to their real value. 

The remembrance of the assigniits has 
howeVef, in a great degree, put an end to 
leases in France ; and if they are evei now 
made, the rent is stipulated to be paid in 
cettiiin measures of corn. It may shortly 
be found necessary to have recourse to the 
satne precaution in Etigland. The prac- 
tice hcis, no doubt, its inconveniencies ; 
ho man can calculate the exact amount of 
bis incoiKe for aiiy {>afticular year, because 
it will depend on the seasons and the casu- 
al supply of that year : biit if, instead of 
the money in which the rent is paid actual- 
ly Containing or faithfully representing a 
Sttd certain weight of gold of a certain 
Mandard, there shall be substituted a cur- 
rency subject to depreciation, in that case 
the uttde6ned loss Will far outweigh any 
t>ossibIe iuconvenience, and fhe landlord 
In his oWn defence must again resort to the 
antiquated mode of foriner ages, and stipu- 
late for a certain measure of tke gross pro- 
duce of the land. 

It is said that some legislative interfer- 
«>«« t) absolutely necessary to protect the 



tenants against the demands of their land* 
lords, and on that account the Bill is f.i-' 
vourably received by those who profess to 
support the interests of the former. Little, 
indeed, do these men understand the inte- 
rest of the tenant^ who exhibit such total 
ignorance of the great and permanent in- 
terest of the agriculture of the country, to 
which the interests 6f the tenants and of 
those who follow agriculture as a profes- 
siou is inseparably united. If ouce the im- 
jiious Weach is made in existing contracts, 
if once the Legislature interferes with a 
violeiit hand, and tears out ol the contract 
those positive stipulations, in faith of the 
due performance of which one of the par- 
ties has resigned and delivered over his va- 
luable property, in the firm reliance that 
he shall be permitted to receive what he 
considered as a valuable equivalent, hi t 
which conditidnis afterwards totally abro- 
gated by an «•* fost facto law, there is an 
end of all faith both in poiblic and private 
transactions. No man can hencefortli 
place his dependance on the faith of cou' 
tracts; the lands must be occupied by 
yearly tenants, for iJo landfordj after so 
dreadfulalessonof legislativeinjusiici!, will 
assign his property for a fixed term ta the 
chance of an uncertain value. There h*s 
already appealed a visible and general uu" 
willingness to agree to new leases for long 
terms; and any suspicion of the possibility 
of interference with existing eoniracts, will 
extend that unwillingness to lilake leaseii 
even for the shortest periods^ 

My Lords, the difficulties of otir situ* 
ation ijave proceeded from long continued 
legislative interference ; from having de- 
serted the old sound maxims and general 
rules: the further yoii proceed in this 
course, the more difficult is your retreat. 
I well remember the emphatic words iii 
which our present situation wds described 
in a former debate in this House : it was 
forcibiy said, " that legislsltivC interference 
was heaped on legislative interference, ditfi- 
culty was added to difficulty, until at last 
the origins! object lies overwhelmed auU 
buried under the incumbent mass and rub- 
bish of superadded matter." It is in vain 
to imagine that any interference can up- 
hold the value of Bank-notes^ if thev are 
deficient in intrinsic worth, if less gafu is 
given for the paper than that pa'pCr pro- 
mises to pay. The attempt is agaiiut th«. 
natural order of things, and is pregnant 
with every mischief. Whatever may be 
the conse(^uences, I am convinced the dis- 
cussion must do £<Jodi the sabiect has been 
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suffered to rest for sevenal years, and by 
that neglect the depreciation has gradually 
and prog:res9ively advanced ; and no pos- 
sible effect arising from agitating this ques- 
tion, antl bringing it to i^sue, can be so 
pernic'ous as the actual state of our de^ad- 
ed currency. In the year 1803 I opposed 
the Restriction Bill ; I resisted it in Par- 
liament, and endeavoured to expose the 
aystetn, which I thought so injurious to all 
puMic and private interests. I foretold 
the consequences ; and, having novir un- 
fortunately seen my opinion confirmed far 
beyond n^y expectation, of all men I am 
the last to be blamed if t have now had re- 
course to a remedy founded both in law 
and justice. 
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POSTCRIPT. 

Having so plainly stated the principle 
on which I expected those, who had en- 
tered into contracts with me, to discharge 
their engagements ; I hardly thought it 
necessary to add, that I consider myself at 
under the same obligation to those who 
have demands upon me under any old con- 
tract or engagement. 1 take this oppor- 
tunity of stating, that I not only hold my- 
self bound, and am ready, to satisfy all 
such demands, by payment of the same in- 
trinsic value which the currency had at the 
date of each respective contract ; but 
that I have already acted upon this prin- 
ciple in a payment of considerable amount. 

The bill now before Parliament will 
place some impediments in the way of 
those who desire to carry into effect an 
equitable adjustment in the payment of 
old contracts ; but methods may be de- 
vised for an equitable arrangement with- 
out much trouble or expense. For this 
purpose, ascertain the weight of standard 
gold which the currencr was able to pur- 
chase at the date of the contract, and let 
the payment be made in the same weight 
of standard gold. Coined money was in- 
vented for the general convenience ; but if 
it cannot easily be procured, payments maj 
be made in uncoined bullion of the same 
standard. 

For instance, if the price of gold at the 
date of the contract was £A 2s. per ounce, 
then, in the proportion of £A 2s. to 
sfi.3 18s. the Mint-price, it will require 
the weight only of 95 guineas and ' ° at 
the equivalent for 100 guineas ; and 
as that weight of standard gold may after- 
wards be sold at the market-price, the 
landlord who receives it at that rate (an 
act of favour and concession on his part) 
will be indemnified for the inct eased de- 
preciation of paper since the date of the 
contract, and at the same time will have 
regulated the payment according to the 
intrinsic value of the correaey at the date 
of the lease. 



